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communication, 1981), and it is used mostly by small producers.!
Nitrite is also permitted in smoked fish.  Total U.S. production of
commercially smoked fish was 9.6 million kilograms in 1979 (National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, 1980). Products in which
nitrite was allowed constituted 5.8 million kilograms of this total.

Types of Products Containing Added Nitrite

It is difficult to describe the current U.S. use of nitrite (and
nitrate) in cured red meats and poultry accurately, because process-
ing, packaging, and distribution techniques are constantly changing.
The variety of products to which nitrate and nitrite are added is
large, procedures are diverse, and meat-processing facilities vary
greatly in size and in the sophistication of their quality-control
procedures. Many practices used widely in industry are not described
in textbooks or examined in published research papers.

It is also difficult to generalize about product classes.  One
can define general categories into which most products will fit, but
some products have characteristics, such as intermediate water
activity,2 that render them difficult to categorize. Many of the
characteristics of finished products (such as water activity and pH)
may result from traditional practices, rather than from procedures
specifically designed to reach target values. The use of "least-cost"
formulation methods may mean that the composition of a product varies
even over relatively small periods, e.g., chicken meat is increasingly
being incorporated into traditionally red meat products as a source
of protein.  Raw materials and methods of production, such as fermen-
tation, may also vary among batches.  Specific information on these
variations is often not available.

Thus, any attempt at concise description of the current use of
nitrite and nitrate runs the risk of oversimplifying a complex,
varied, and ever-changing situation.  The following description of

ICanadian manufacturing and handling practices are generally similar
to those in the United States.  Also, the climate in some regions
of those countries is nearly identical.  However, the use of nitrate
in Canadian meat products has been forbidden, with some exceptions,
for several years (Health and Welfare Canada, 1975).

2The water activity, aw, of a food is defined as the ratio of the
vapor pressure of water in the food (p) to that of pure water (po)
at the same'temperature, i.e., aw * p/po.  The growth of some
organisms can be inhibited by lowering the water activity of a
product.